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Mar Ivanios the Golden - Mouthed (St. John Chrysostom) 


Dr. Paulos Mar Gregorios 


The Prince of Preachers, this brilliant father of Church was bom in 
Antioch. His father was a high army officer in the Praetorian Guard, who 
died in his infancy. He had an excellent secular education under the great 
pagan teacher Libanius, who taught also St. Basil and St. Gregory 
Nazianzen as well as the Emperor Julian. 

He wanted, mostly by the persuasion of St. Basil, when very young, to 
become a monk. But his mother, a widow, was sick, and he had to look 
after her. So he stayed at home and imposed a monastic rule upon himself. 

In 374 his mother died. John was now free to be a monk. But the 
people of Antioch wanted to make him a bishop. But he escaped the 
pressure and lived as a monk of the very strict order of St. Pachomius. 
His health was sadly undermined by the rigour of his asceticism. 

In 381, he was ordained deacon by Mar Meletios, and was attached 
to Bishop Flavian of Antioch. He became a very famous preacher during 
five years in the diaconate. The Antiocheans gave him the name 
Chrysostomos, which means ‘Golden-mouthed’ (the equivalent of English 
“silver-tongued”). 

Antioch was a nominally Christian city-beautiful, with a straight and 
wide royal avenue traversing its four-mile length, with beautiful marble 
colu m n s and golden statues on either side. But it was full of cruel, 
quarrelsome, slanderous, gossiping people, many of whom called 
themselves Christians. 

St. John Chrysostom’s preaching for 12 years as a priest changed the 
moral values of the city. He preached mainly from the Bible. His homilies 
on the Bible have earned him a title as one of the greatest Bible teachers of 
all history. He had a great capacity to discern deep spiritual meaning in the 
Bible and to apply it directly to the practical problems. The court, the 
clergy and the people had all become morally lazy, because their bishops 
had no great spiritual quality with which to inspire them. They were self- 
indulgent, luxury loving, quarrelsome. As the bishops, so the people. 

Mar Ivanios preached also against the economic and social evils of his 
city. He preached against vice and extortion, corruption and bribery, black¬ 
marketing and nepotism. He enjoined the virtues of humility, honesty, 
simplicity, love and service. 

In 398 he was chosen by the Emperor Arcadius to become Patriarch 
of the Imperial City, Constantinople. Mar Theophilos, the Patriarch of 
Alexandria had hoped for this honour, but the Emperor insisted on Father 
Ivanios (Ioannes and Ivanios are Greek forms of John). Mar Theophilos 
consecrated Mar Ivanios, both with equal unwillingness, the former because 
he hated Mar Ivanios, and the latter because he disliked the honour of the 
Patriarchate. 

In Constantinople he found the patriarchal palace very similar to the 
Imperial palace, full of luxury and corruption. He set himself to cleaning 
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house first. He purged the bishop’s house of all the corrupt priests, monks 
and laymen, and changed it from a palace into a monastery. 

He then began attacking the corruption in the Government and the 
Imperial palace. He preached against the personal conduct of the pleasure- 
loving Empress and the Minister of the Emperor. They became his enemies. 
All the rich and self-indulgent people of Constantinople became infuriated 
by his preaching against corruption and injustice. 

Mar Theophilos of Alexandria took advantage of all these enmities and 
convened the Synod of the Oak (403 A.D.) which excommunicated Mar 
Chrysostom on 29 charges, almost all of them false. 

He was soon reinstated by the Emperor. But he continued to incur the 
displeasure of the Empress. He was again excommunicated, on the charge 
that he assumed charge of a see when he had been canonically 
excommunicated. He was exiled and persecuted, and when his health 
failed, was made to walk very long distances in severe weather, and died 
while walking, falling on the road, breathing his last in 407 and uttering the 
words “Glory be to the Lord of all for everything.” 

Mar Ivanios was not a great theologian, but he was an outstanding 
preacher and bible teacher. He was a man of great personal holiness. He, 
along with Mar Athanasius, are the two most popular Eastern fathers among 
western people, probably because they are easier to understand than the 
other more profound fathers. 
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Theologically, his greatest teaching was on the Priesthood. We give 
below a few quotations: 

“When you see the Lord sacrificed and lying before you, and 
the High Priest (bishop) standing over the sacrifice and praying, 
and all who partake being coloured with that precious blood, 
can you t hink that you are still among men and still standing 
on earth? Are you not at once transported to heaven and, 
having driven out of your soul every carnal thought, do you 
not with soul naked and mind pure look round upon heavenly 
things? Oh, the wonder of it! Oh the loving kindness of God 
to men! He who sits above with the Father is at that moment 
held in our hands, and gives himself to those who wish to 
clasp and embrace him - which they do all of them, with their 
eyes ... Anyone who considers how much it means to be 
able, in his humanity, still entangled in flesh and blood, to 
approach that blessed and immaculate being, will see clearly 
how great is the honour which the grace of the spirit has 
bestowed on priests.”* 

He also says clearly that the Priest has been given an authority higher 
than that given to the angels - that of forgiving sins, of binding and loosing 
something on earth and thereby binding and loosing in heaven. 

* St. John Chrysostom. Six Books on the Priesthood. Tr. Graham Neville. 
London SPCK, 1964, pp. 70-71. □ 
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